A b s t r a c t: The speed of economic changes in the modern economy is a challenge for many entrepreneur -inter alia to ensure the attractiveness of the offered products and services. Undoubtedly, the factor that contributes to increasing the competitive position and contributes to achieving the company's lasting market advantage is the dimension of its innovative activity. The ability of the company to generate and adapt innovative solutions results in increased efficiency of the implemented projects. This ability is especially important in times of economic turmoil, when owner are often under pressure to adjust their strategies so far to minimize the potential for additional threats and to use the emerging developmental impulses. The article presents a fragment of the results of empirical research in the innovative activity of Polish small enterprises. The main purpose of the study was identify the size and scope of innovative activities undertaken by small business entities. K e y w o r d s: innovative activity, innovation, Polish small enterprises.
INTRODUCTION
In today's economic reality, innovative activity is recognized as one of the key determinants of business expansion, and thus increases the competitive potential of companies in the market. Particular attention, according to the author of publication, should be addressed to the sector of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), predominating in the structure of most European economies and performing important socio-economic roles. Small entities have in principle more limited competitive opportunities than large companiesso they need to find new sources of competitive advantage that will provide a strong market position in the future. Nowadays, in the era of knowledge-based economy, it is very important to generate and implement new product, process, organizational or marketing solutions.
The shape of the modern world economy is a result of the widespread consequences of the process of globalization and the existing international links.
On the one hand, bilateral interactions may have a constructive dimension, but on the other hand it may pose a threat to the movement of negative economic phenomena between states [Drews, 2014, p. 111] . This situation took place at the end of the first decade of the 21 st century, when the perturbations in the American economy systematically shifted to European and Asian countries, completely changing the existing conditions of business operations.
In view of the above, the question arises: To what extent has the past economic crisis influenced to the innovative activity of Polish small enterprises? The main objective of the article is to diagnose the level and scope of innovative activity carried out by small businesses in the first post-crisis economic reality. For the purpose on the main aim was used to query the literature of the subject, statistics on innovation the SMEs sector published by the Polish Agency for Enterprise Development (PARP) and Eurostat as well as the results of empirical research.
ENTERPRISE INNOVATION -THEORETICAL APPROACH
The activities resulting from the adaptation of new solutions in the company are an inherent part of the enterprise management process. The precursor of the concept of innovation in world economic literature was J.A. Schumpeter, who identified innovation with the production of new products or services, new processes, the use of new method, acquisition of a new market or new resource, or the application of new sales or purchase techniques [Schumpeter, 1960, p. 104] . The Austrian economist's repeated emphasis on the word "new" indicates the close link between innovation and the first application of the solution. Over the years, innovations have come a long way in the formulation and interpretation of literature [see more : Mansfield 1968; Parker 1974; Freeman and Soete 1982; Fagerberg 2004; Tidd and Bessant 2015] . In general, there are two mainstreams of definition describing innovation as:
-a process (a sequence of activities -identified more closely with innovation activities) or -a result (number of solutions introduced in company -identified with innovation activity).
For the implementation of innovation research at enterprise level, it is recommended to use the definition of innovation, which is also their classification, as set out in the Oslo Manual. According to him, innovation is the implementation of a new or significantly improved products/process, a new marketing or organizational method in business practice, organization of the workplace or relations with the environment [OECD, 2008, p. 48] . The specialist of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) propose a slightly different definition of innovation form Schumpeter, where, apart from something completely new, they also embody significant improvements as a sign of innovation (Diagram 1). The assumptions of the Oslo Manual therefore include a broad understanding of innovation that takes into account not only technical innovations (product and process), but also non-technical innovation (organizational and marketing) [Kraśnicka, Głód, 2014, p. 205] . 
INNOVATIVE ACTIVITY OF POLISH FIRMS COMPARED TO EUROPEAN UNION COMPANIES
In the world publications over the years, various concept have emerged regarding the relationship between the size of company and its innovation activity [see more : Schumpeter 1950; Mensch 1976; Freeman 1982; Camison-Zarnoza et al. 2004; Ahuja, Lampert, Tandon 2008] . However, both in Poland and in the most European countries the correlation between the size of company and its innovation activity is highly visible.
The European Commission is preparing annual reports detailing the innovativeness of European economies (i.e. Innovation Union Scoreboard) and the level of enterprise innovation in the general statement 1 (i.e. Innobarometer). In edition of the Innobarometer survey of 2015 (which covers the years 2012-2014), on average 72% of European companies have introduced at least one innovation. In the case of Polish companies in general, they achieved slightly above the average (75%) and recorded an increase of 7 percentage points compared to the previous survey. The largest number of innovative companies are located in Denmark, Cyprus and Croatia (approximately 80% of business). In turn, the largest increase in the number of innovative companies in the first years of post-crisis economic reality is observed in Lithuania (20 p.p.), in Luxembourg (18 p.p.), in the Czech Republic and Cyprus (16 p.p.) [European Commission, 2015 p. 8] .
This paper deals with the issue of innovation of only small companies, so here it is necessary to cite statistic data on innovative activity conducted by the size of entities (see table 1 ).
In 2015, the innovative activity of Polish small businesses was by 27,8 p.p. lower than the UE average and, more alarming, was at the lowest level across the European Union. Similarly, the level of innovativeness of medium-sized enterprises in Poland was low (the penultimate place in the ranking). A little better, but still below the UE average, were the large Polish companies, almost 64% of which undertook innovative activity. The leaders in all categories were alternately Germany, Luxembourg and Ireland, where the number of innovative companies is more than three times as high for small firms and twice as high for medium-sized companies as in Poland. 
METHODOLOGY OF RESEARCH
This part of the paper contains a section of empirical research conducted within the national project "Innovation of small and medium sized enterprises in the age of economic crisis -conditions, trends and models", which was financed by the National Science Center With such criteria, eventually in the study was participated 250 business -204 small business (excluding micro entities), whose characteristics were presented in table 2 and 46 medium-sized enterprises. The author for further analysis on the diagnosis of innovative activity of enterprises chose only small companies, which in the first years of post-crisis economic reality (in the period 2012-2014) were active innovatively. This condition was fulfilled by 164 enterprises from the accepted test sample. Almost all of the surveyed entities are independent companies and they don't hold any shares in foreign companies. For nearly 75% of the surveyed Polish small companies active in innovation, the largest market due to the total sales revenue achieved in 2012-2014 was the local and regional market. In turn, every fifth enterprise largest income from sales generated on domestic markets and just for 4% companies the dominant market was the markets of European Union and the world markets. Existing sales markets in analyzed time interval were rated as relatively stable and developmental. In the first years of post-crisis economic reality, the competitive position of most small businesses was determined by the owners as average. For the remaining respondents, a comparable percentage of entrepreneurs (almost 15%) indicated their presence in the top three and difficulty in competing in its largest market. Significantly, all of the surveyed small businesses, including their innovation activities, are able with greater or lesser obstacles, to compete on the overwhelming market or even occupy leadership positions.
RESEARCH RESULTS
The first responders were asked to identify the number of new and significantly improved product and process innovations implemented between 2012 and 2014. Small businesses in the period under review were more inclined to refine existing products and processes than to adapt completely new solutions. The detailed results of specific types of technical innovation are set out in table 3. In all categories of technical innovations implemented in Polish small enterprises, significant improvement items dominated the items related to new products, services or methods. Taking into account the structure of the volume of applied technical solutions, companies that generate a single number of innovations are predominant. In total, in 2012-2014 Polish small companies implemented:
-1 720 product innovations (more specifically: 1025 new or significantly improved wares and 695 new or significantly improved services) and -1589 process innovations (more specifically: 638 manufacturing processes, 489 processes in the field of logistics and distribution, 462 processes in the field of supporting methods). The numerical advantage of introduced product over process innovation can be partly related to the business profile of the surveyed small companies. However, taking into account the nature of the introduced changes in 2012-2014, process innovations were more likely to be significant and even radical for enterprise development than most neutral product changes. The figures show similar values for small European companies, where the average ratio of implemented technical innovations to not-used this kind of innovation in companies is 48:52[Zadura-Lichota, 2015, p. 17] .
In the next part of the survey questionnaire, small business owners were asked to give a clear indication (YES/NO) whether they used specific examples of nontechnical innovations in 2012-2014. Sixteen types of organizational innovations and seventeen types of marketing innovations were analyzed in detail. Diagrams 3 and 4 contain averaged aggregate results for the main categories of nontechnical innovations introduced in Polish small businesses in the first years of post-crisis economic reality.
In the case of organizational innovation (Diagram 3), only one in three Polish small enterprises used new methods of division of tasks and decision-making powers of employees -mainly new teamwork systems, new training systems and new employee liability systems. On the other hand, every fourth small company decided to implement new methods in terms of the company's operating principles. Generally, they were related to thorough process transformation, continuous improvement, quality management system and customer relationship management system. And only one in ten Polish small business operators applied new organizational methods in relations with the environment, through inter alia the conclusion of a company or outsourcing the production of individual details or subcontracting.
CONCLUSIONS
The issue of innovative activity of Polish enterprises is a subject that is in sphere of interest of representatives of science and business as well as politics and other institution, because it affects not only the competitive position of the enterprises themselves, but also the position of the regions and national economies on the international arena. The analysis of number and scope of innovative activities, due to the pace of changes in the environment and within the organization, is still a current research area. Presented theoretical-empirical considerations, allow to formulate several conclusions.
Firstly, unfortunately, still a low percentage of Polish small enterprises are actively innovating. Average for UE countries is 45,2% -in Poland small innovative firms constitute only 17,4% of all companies.
Secondly, companies that want to increase their attractiveness must take into account a number of internal and external determinants. This is very important because the level of enterprise innovation represents one of the key sources of gaining and strengthening competitive advantage in today's economy.
Thirdly, Polish small companies in the analyzed time interval showed a greater tendency to modernize existing products and processes than to adapt completely new solutions.
Fourthly, in the first years of post-crisis economic reality, the most commonly introduced type of non-technical innovation by Polish small business was new pricing methods.
Fifthly, the vast majority of implemented innovative solutions (regardless of the type innovation) had a positive impact on the competitiveness of Polish small enterprises.
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